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Introduction


Jackson Hole: The Microcosm of the West and Its Hollywood Image

Unfortunately, language lacks the words to sufficiently describe the intensity of the Tetons—the very symbol of Jackson Hole. The valley rests in the bosom (pun intended) of the mountains. Maybe the name “Tetons” comes from more than just some female-companion-starved French trappers viewing the range and being reminded of women’s breasts (which is where the Tetons obtained the name that stuck). Perhaps that cherished feeling struck the trappers as much as it does most people who come to Jackson Hole—every time they come. Something brings the estimated 2.5 million visitors annually. Of course, being on the doorstep of two diverse national parks, Yellowstone and Grand Teton, has something to do with it. But the communities on the edge of these natural wonders radiate their own brand of magic.

Of late, the media has latched onto phrases about the “Aspenization” of Jackson Hole. Ask longtime residents, recent emigrants, and visitors who have returned to the area over a period of years (like migrating birds) and you’ll receive responses along the lines of “maybe it appears that way, but not really.”

Granted, Jackson is a tourist town. No doubt about it. Practically since the end of the fur-trading era, the valley has relied heavily on tourism. Up until recently, businesses wooed it with the single-mindedness of a bull elk during the rut. (If you get the chance to take advantage of visiting during autumn and are lucky enough to witness the elk mating season in all its splendor of bugling and courtship, you’ll realize this comparison is by no means a slam.) Nowadays, the focus leans towards extending the summer and winters heights of visitation into the slower periods of October-November and March-May.

[image: image]

Downtown Jackson

Photo Credit: Sierra Adare

Tourists wandering around the town square only pick up Jackson Hole’s surface impression. Comments range from “quaintsy touristy” to “tourist trap extraordinaire” to “it looks more like a Hollywood set than a real place.” But these people seldom experience the reality of Jackson Hole. Strip away all the tourist trappings and you’ll find an authentic western town, going about the exact same businesses it has for more than the past century.

The idea of packing in the “dudes” to see the sights, wander the wilderness, taste chuckwagon cooking, and bringing money to the area hatched in Jackson Hole back in the late 1800s. Cowpokes punched cattle from the valley’s earliest homesteading days, and some of their descendants still do. Long before skiing became THE winter sport, the town boasted Wyoming’s first ski resort. So, the “tourist traps” have been around since the days when visitors arrived on horseback or via the mail stage. This suggests that the “fake” image is anything but! Judge for yourself.

Jackson or Jackson Hole. What’s the Difference?

Over in the northwest section of the state of Wyoming, just south of Yellowstone, the country’s first national park, rests a valley approximately eighty miles long by fifteen miles wide—a small hollow encompassed by mountains. Back in the early 1800s, fur trappers referred to such high mountain valleys as “holes,” hence the name Jackson Hole. Technically, this name applies to the entire area; however, Jacksonites (as well as all Wyomingites) tend to call the town Jackson Hole, too. Teton County as a whole also gets included in this reference.



How Much Do You Really
Know About Jackson Hole?

Test Your Knowledge

1.  What did Grace Miller have to do with the town of Jackson?

A.  She platted the actual townsite.

B.  She located the town for Jackson.

C.  She became Jackson’s first woman mayor.

D.  All of the above.

2.  What does the term Du’kurkant refer to?

A.  A herd of bighorn sheep that only live at high altitude.

B.  A fur trader’s expression for beaver trapping in the Mad River.

C.  An early name for Jackson Hole.

D.  A tribe of Indians known for the type of meat they ate.

3.  What should you never forget to wear in Jackson Hole?

A.  Longjohns

B.  Sun block

C.  A cowboy hat

D.  A wildlife T-shirt

4.  How did Mrs. O’Leary’s cow change William Henry Jackson’s photography career?

A.  The Chicago Fire destroyed all of the negatives of the first photos taken in Yellowstone shot by Jackson’s competitor.

B.  Jackson’s photos of the Chicago Fire brought him the national recognition that resulted in him being hired as the photographer on the first official government expedition into Yellowstone.

C.  Jackson lived in Chicago and the fire burned his studio, forcing him to take a photography position out West.

D.  The cow had nothing to do with Jackson’s career.

5.  What did John Colter find in 1807?

A.  Jackson Hole

B.  The Snake River

C.  Colter’s Hell

D.  The Tetons

6.  Which Jackson was Jackson Hole named after?

A.  William Henry Jackson

B.  Andrew Jackson

C.  Alexander Young Jackson

D.  David E. Jackson

7.  Why did Lieutenant Gustavus Cheney Doane tackle the Mad River during the winter of 1876?

A.  He was seeking glory.

B.  His was lost and thought it was the Green River.

C.  He was fleeing from an Indian attack.

D.  He had to rescue his shipwrecked troops.

8.  Who coined the term “boatercade” to describe President Clinton’s trip on the Snake River?

A.  The river guide

B.  The Associated Press reporter

C.  The President himself

D.  The President’s daughter

9.  What takes place at the annual Jackson Hole Quick Draw Contest?

A.  Actors dramatize a fake shootout in the Town Square.

B.  The town hosts a fast draw and shoot target contest.

C.  Jackson citizens reenact a famous duel fought in the town’s early days.

D.  High-caliber artists produce a piece of artwork in an hour.

10.  Why did Paula Jeffries name the town’s first live theatre the “Pink Garter?”

A.  The theatre had a pink curtain.

B.  The theatre building was painted pink.

C.  Her friends thought calling the theatre the “Red Garter” was too risque.

D.  Jeffries always wore pink garters.

11.  How much did the skis weigh on the first winter expedition into Yellowstone during 1887?

A.  Nine pounds

B.  Five pounds

C.  Twenty pounds

D.  Thirteen pounds

12.  What is a wapiti?

A.  North American elk

B.  Native American tribe

C.  A summer hail storm

D.  A fish that lives in the Snake River


ANSWERS

1.  D.  pp. xix, 105

2.  D.  p. 2

3.  B.  p. 43

4.  A.  p. 239

5.  C.  p. 13

6.  D.  p. 20

7.  A.  p. 117

8.  B.  p. 119

9.  D.  p. 216

10.  C.  p. 174

11.  D.  p. 123

12.  A.  p. 225



Jackson Hole Trivia:
Twenty Facts About the Hole


Did you know that . . .

. . . 1) The town’s first newspaper, the Jackson Hole Courier, started up on January 28, 1909. At the time, it listed the population of the town at two hundred people. Fifteen hundred, more or less, resided in the whole valley. Mail packed in from St. Anthony, Idaho reached Jackson an incredible six days a week (give or take winter storms which buried a few mail shipments until the spring thaw!). Letters and packages arrived via stage, snowshoes, backpack, or skis and sleds to nine community post offices—Brooks, Cheney, Elk, Grovont, Jackson, Moran, Teton, Wilson, and Zenith.

. . . 2) When Grace Miller laid out the town at the turn of the century, Jackson was made up of “rocks, sagebrush, jackrabbits, mosquitoes and a few hunters in fall.”

. . . 3) When officially incorporated during 1901 as plain old “Jackson,” town life consisted of Foster’s saloon on the corner of present-day Cache and Deloney, “Pap” Deloney’s store across the street on Cache, the Simpson building (which may have been Anderson’s Hotel, depending on the source), and a place called the Clubhouse, a dance hall of sorts originally given the name Gun Club, built around 1897. On occasion, it also served as a part-time courtroom. By 1907 the number of businesses had increased to twenty-six, including Dr. Palmer’s “Insanitorium.”

. . . 4) Dr. Charles William Huff came to Jackson in 1913 at the age of twenty-four, around $5,000 in debt and with sixteen cents to his name. Mrs. Reed, the owner of Ma Reed’s Hotel, took him in because the town needed a doctor. She even assured him he could operate at the hotel whenever the need arose—which it did, at least once. The ironing board served as an operating table.

. . . 5) A display in the Jackson Hole Museum claims the mountains of the West were “unknown and unexplored before 1800.” In addition they were “a land of guesswork, mystery, and misconception.”

. . . 6) Jackson Hole has fewer than sixty (or thirty, depending on the source and where you stand in the Hole) frost-free days each year, making for a very short growing season.

. . . 7) Throughout Jackson Hole’s history, the United States government has established eighteen “official” post offices in the valley. Only six remain today.

. . . 8) The town of Kelly, population eighty in 1927, rivaled Jackson for the county seat. Folks around Jackson claim it was a “landslide victory” for the town as Kelly lost its bid when the natural dam, created by the Gros Ventre “Slide” (the mountainside dropped into the valley and stopped up the Snake River Valley, producing Slide Lake), washed away in a flood. Only two buildings remained standing—the Episcopal church and the Hilmar Bark house just north of town. Eyewitnesses claimed the waters were like “a serpent of huge size crawling down the valley . . . its venomous children crawling down the irrigation ditches.” Six people and countless livestock died.

. . . 9) According to the Bureau of American Ethnology, Teton County was established during 1921, named after the mountain range within its border. The government report suggested “Teton” came from a Sioux tribe and meant “dweller on the prairies.” Censorship of the French meaning, maybe?

. . . 10) Mrs. H.H. Stone holds the honor of being the very first white woman to ever visit Yellowstone National Park, a feat she accomplished in 1872. The story has it that she journeyed all the way down from Bozeman, Montana to “see the sights.”

. . . 11) Indians and mountain men floated Yellowstone Lake in a variety of canoes and rafts for centuries. However, the first officially documented “boat” on the lake was named The Annie. She was christened for Senator H.L. Dawes’s daughter, Anna L. Dawes. Getting the boat to the lake proved something of a story in itself. She (the boat) was shipped from Salt Lake City, Utah in pieces, then assembled in Yellowstone beside the lake.

. . . 12) “The Cornice” on Teton Pass received its name from Capt. Benjamin Louis Eulalie de Bonneville. While crossing Teton Pass, Bonneville’s horse (minus its rider) went over a ledge. Bonneville gained fame in August of 1832 by leading the first twenty mule and horse team wagon train over the South Pass.

. . . 13) During the winter of 1887, four men, including pioneer park photographic concessionaire Frank Jay Haynes, made Yellowstone National Park’s first winter tour. Launched from Fort Yellowstone at Mammoth Hot Springs, they traveled through the park’s four geyser basins, traversed the Grand Canyon of Yellowstone, then crossed the Washburn Mountain to just north of Tower Falls before heading back to the hot springs. The trip took a total of twenty-nine days, with the men covering almost 200 miles. On the mountain crossing, a blizzard struck, and the expedition lost its way. They wandered aimlessly for three days without food or shelter in weather that varied from ten to fifty-two degrees below zero. (The same thing can happen these days, which is why it’s smart to travel the Hole well prepared.)

. . . 14) Six mountain ranges surround the Hole—the Tetons, Gros Ventres, the Snake River Range, the Wind River Range, the Absaroka Range, and the Wyoming Range.

. . . 15) Pronghorns (antelope) can maintain speeds in excess of 50 mph, making them the fastest land animal in North America.

. . . 16) Moose are the largest group in the deer family. A full-grown bull stands seven feet plus at the shoulders and carries antlers that can span over five feet in length.

. . . 17) Jackson Hole is home to North America’s largest wintering elk herd, known by the Indian name wapiti (pronounced wha pa tee) which means “white rump.” Elk are the second largest member of the deer family and once grazed the open countryside of most of the current-day United States. (Early settlers to Jackson Hole estimated 25,000 wapitis in the valley.) With the encroachment of civilization, the wapiti quickly dwindled until around the start of the 1900s, over ninety percent of their original rangeland had disappeared.

. . . 18) The characteristic white head plumage on bald eagles, both female and male, comes with maturity at four to five years of age.

. . . 19) The 1800s commercial plumage trade caused the near extinction of the trumpeter swan, North America’s largest waterfowl, reaching a height of five feet and with a wing span of eight feet. During the second half of the nineteenth century, trumpeter swans were hunted for food and/or the downy feathers on their breasts. By 1935 only seventy-three remained.

. . . 20) It can, and often does, snow year round in Jackson.



Jackson Hole Secrets


1. The Best Kept Secret in Jackson Hole

Mormon Row in Grand Teton National Park hides in the shadow of the Tetons near Blacktail Butte, quietly falling into ruin. Park officials complain of no funds for development of interpretive signage, parking areas, road improvement, and facilities such as restrooms and water fountains. In addition, they suggest that increased visitation to the Row could cause bison/people conflicts since the huge animals tend to congregate in what was once the Row’s hay fields.

But Mormon Row suffers as a result of a deeper discord within the Park Service itself. A Park Service cultural review of the area has concluded the sites along Mormon Row are eligible for the National Historic Register, but bureaucratic red tape has so far delayed its nomination. Thus the Row is caught between those officials who want to see it and other historic homesteads within the park boundaries preserved and those who want Grand Teton National Park to become a “natural park.” In other words, park people would rip out the century-old hay fields along Mormon Row and reestablish natural vegetation such as sagebrush. Historic buildings would be either auctioned off or destroyed, allowing nature to take over and the park to turn into pretty much a haven for hikers.

Most hikers know and understand the value of indigenous wilderness, but doesn’t history, especially one as important to the area as Mormon Row is to Jackson Hole, deserve a place, too?

Currently the Andy Chambers Homestead (see Section Nine for more details) is the only site on Mormon Row listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The Moulton family (see Section One, Chapter Four for more information and the family’s life on Mormon Row) spent years badgering the Park to allow them to restore the regionally famous Moulton Barn. (Incidentally, this classically designed barn is one of the most photographed barns in the West and stands as the symbol of Jackson Hole.) The Moultons support nominating the barn for the National Register, but park officials won’t let them since the Moultons really have no standing to actually nominate the barn themselves. Should the barn end up in the register, it would mean the national park system would be responsible for maintaining the structure in its present condition—a difficulty in the current funding crisis.

On the other hand, the Park Service did allow—and helped fund—some restoration at the Andy Chambers Homestead in October 1995, initiated by the Chambers family. Maybe there’s hope for the Row yet.

2. The Hotel That’s Seen It All (Almost)

Jess and John Wort started the Wort Hotel back in 1941. Since that time, the hotel has stood the test of time and experience.

Gambling still ruled in those days, and the Wort reverberated with the click of roulette wheels and the clatter of dice. Rooms (for sleeping, if you could) cost two bucks and some change. The cow punchers who came to town to participate in or bet on the Cutter races, then held in front of the Wort, would just sleep off the celebrating that took place in the hotel bar after the races by passing out in the hallway, comfy-cozy on the red and white tiled floor.

At such wild times, the stuffed animal heads that decorated the hotel walls would grow legs and wander off to such places as guest rooms and find their way into the bed to await discovery by some unsuspecting housekeeper. A horse found its way (with John Wort’s help) into the bar on occasion. One of the town’s barbers committed suicide after losing all his money gambling. A disgruntled dishwasher (who had actually quit to take a job at another eatery) stole into a guest’s room and murdered two little girls. He was quickly caught, tried, convicted, and executed in the state penitentiary’s gas chamber. A long-time employee even found a newborn baby in the toilet, left to die by an uncaring mother.

Once the government shut down the gambling for good, dancing replaced games of chance in the bar, and things settled down—sort of. The hotel suffered from an explosion, a flood, and a tornado. Then in 1980 fire struck, ignited by some wiring creating a spark in a bird’s nest tucked into the hotel’s neon sign. About the only thing the hotel hasn’t experienced is an armed robbery.

Rebuilt, the Wort continues to draw tourists, cowboys, and locals—whether for a cup of great coffee and a hearty breakfast, a night’s lodging, or some just plain fun at the annual Wort Historic Celebration held in mid-April.

The Wort Hotel is located at 50 North Glenwood, P.O. Box 69, Jackson, WY, 83001, 800-322-2727 phone, 307-733-2067 fax.

3. A Unique Tale of Business in Jackson Hole

Horse-sitting. Not house-sitting, but horse-sitting.

Long-time wrangler and horse enthusiast Nancy Mortensen opened Horse Watchers in the spring of 1996. For years, people could find sitters for their setters or company for their cats and canaries, so why not for their hoofed family members?

Mortensen grew up around horses and taught basic riding and safety skills in addition to wrangling in Yellowstone.

As part of her unusual equine service, Mortensen feeds, grooms, cleans, and exercises horses for short or long term and even in emergency situations.

Contact Horse Watchers at 307-734-1886 if you find yourself in need of horse-sitting services while in Jackson Hole.

4. Red Flag, Driver’s Warning

In the Jackson area it’s a given that people share the highways, streets, and roads with wildlife—some of them much larger than folks’ vehicles! During the winter when snow covers the range, spring when the wildlife migrates back to the high country, and autumn when the weather once again forces the herds to drift down into the valleys, animals and people often become more than just dark shapes that pass in the night.

The Jackson Hole Wildlife Foundation estimates that vehicles hit over 100 animals per month during December and January, the two worst encounter months of winter, and an average of fifty each in April and May.

Founded in 1993 with a mission to “promote the preservation, human respect and enjoyment of Jackson Hole wildlife and wildlife habitat through education and protection,” the Wildlife Foundation has worked to lower the road kill numbers through a two-fold plan of signage and awareness. Working in conjunction with the Wyoming Department of Transportation, Wildlife Foundation volunteers have marked the most likely road kill spots with wildlife signs that also carry red flags. These “hot spots” include stretches along Highways 26, 89, 191, and Wyoming 22. In town you can see them on West Broadway from the Days Inn to the Federal Express building and from the Albertsons store to the Virginian Lodge.

The foundation has also combined with the Outfitters Association to promote driver education. When you spot a clump of willows near the road, you can bet moose are nibbling nearby. Open buttes should bring deer leaping to mind—and possibly the eye. Expanses of sage flats draw antelope and bison.

Contact the Wildlife Foundation at 307-733-9736 for more safety and awareness tips.

5. You Haven’t Lived Until You’ve . . .

. . . made the first run of the day down Rendezvous Mountain in fresh powder.

. . . shared a growler of Moose Juice Stout with friends under a full moon on a snowy night.

. . . joined the Jackson Hole Million Vertical Feet Club.

. . . seen the Carl Rungius painting “The Days of Bison Millions” at the National Museum of Wildlife Art.

. . . floated the Snake River at dawn with the moose.

. . . seen a bald eagle flying across the National Elk Refuge.

. . . read Owen Wister’s The Virginian while in the Hole.

. . . drifted over the Teton valley in a balloon.

. . . experienced a summer snowstorm in the Tetons.

. . . spread mountain huckleberry jam over sourdough pancakes at Jedediah’s.

. . . plowed through waist-deep snow riding a sleigh through a herd of 8,000 elk.

. . . saddled up at the Cowboy Bar.

. . . gotten lost in the music of the Noteworthy Jazz Trio.



Section One


The Settling of
Jackson’s Hole


1



The Valley’s First Year-Round Residents



Imagine standing in Jackson’s Hole millenniums ago. A bank of clouds part and an unobstructed view of the Tetons emerges, their jagged summits rising a mile and a half straight up out of the valley floor. Only a few game trails beaten into a meadow of lush grasses and wild flowers present evidence of use—by prehistoric prey and hunter.

Archaeological records suggest Paleoindian hunter/gather cultural groups lived in the Jackson Hole valley between 8,000 and 12,000 years ago. From the projectile points, bone tools, and faunal remains left behind, these Foothill-Mountain Paleoindian bands led a different lifestyle from their open plains and basin contemporaries. While Plains Paleoindian families followed the mammoth and bison herds, Foothill-Mountain Paleoindians occupied caves and rock shelters and relied on bighorn sheep as the mainstay of their diet.

An 8,800-year-old net made from juniper bark provided archaeologists with an important key to Foothill-Mountain Paleoindian hunting practices. Discovered folded up in a dry limestone recess near current-day Yellowstone National Park, the net’s two-strand, reinforced, “S”-twisted cordage indicates adequate strength and size for use in netting bighorn sheep, the only large animal in the area. Such hunting practices also continued into later eras.

During the Archaic period, 8,000 to 2,000 B.P. (before present), mountain dwellers constructed pit houses which offered a more sophisticated shelter from the harsh elements. Generally circular in design with conical-shaped roofs, these partially excavated pits provided adequate living space; storage or cache pits for seeds, roots, and berries; as well as fire pits for warmth and roasting mule deer and bighorn sheep meat.

In historic times, early white trappers and explorers in the region came across a group of Native Americans they called the “Sheep Eaters,” a translation of Du’kurkani or Tukudika which means “mountain-sheep eater” or more properly “meat-eater.” A band of the Uto-Aztekan speaking Shoshone, the Sheepeaters lived in scattered hunter/gatherer groups consisting of one to two families each in what is now the Jackson Hole valley, Yellowstone National Park, the Absaroka Range, and the upper slopes of the Wind River Mountains. Archaeologists believe the Sheepeaters had inhabited the vicinity since 1300 A.D.

Traces of aboriginal occupation have survived the high mountain environment in the form of dry-laid rock walls. Mountaineers climbing the western spur of Grand Teton discovered an intriguing circular structure of stacked rock slabs on the summit, believed to be the handiwork of the Sheepeaters. The climbers dubbed it “The Enclosure.”

Other remnants remain as well. Partial structures found in the region suggest that Sheepeaters erected wickiups, lean-to type shelters fashioned from brush piles. In addition, they built tipi-shaped lodges, using pine poles which they covered with brush and twigs or with skins. Photographer William Henry Jackson captured one such dwelling on film in 1871 while on a survey trip to Yellowstone. (We’ll explore Jackson’s extraordinary trip in Section Eight, Chapter 3.)

[image: image]

A Sheepeater Indian family captured for posterity by
William Henry Jackson during the Hayden Expedition in 1872.

Photo Credit: Wyoming State Museum

Osborne Russell, a trapper, also encountered Sheepeaters in Yellowstone’s present-day Lamar Valley. His book, published in 1921, titled Journals of a Trapper: Or Nine Years in the Rocky Mountains, 1834-1843, provides one of the few documented accounts between whites and these reclusive people.

In July of 1835 he wrote, “Here we found a few Snake Indians [the white name assigned to all members of the Shoshonean tribes] comprising 6 men, 7 women and 8 or 10 children who were the only Inhabitants of this lonely and secluded spot. They were all neatly clothed in dressed deer and Sheep skins of the best quality and seemed to be perfectly contented and happy. They were rather surprised at our approach and retreated to the heights where they might have a view of us without apprehending any danger, but having persuaded them of our pacific intentions we then succeeded in getting them to encamp with us. Their personal property consisted of one old butcher knife, nearly worn to the back, two old shattered fusees which had long since become useless for want of ammunition, a Small Stone pot and about 30 dogs on which they carried their skins, clothing provisions etc on their hunting excursions.”

Unlike the other Shoshonean bands who owned horses and relied on them when hunting their main food source—the bison—the horseless Du’kurkani’s diet consisted primarily of bighorn sheep. The few anthropological records in existence speculate that the Sheepeaters specialized in pursuing and trapping bighorns in deep snow on snowshoes during the harsh winters. In warmer weather the Du’kurkani ambushed bighorns with bows and obsidian-pointed arrows from blinds erected next to the herd’s seasonal migration trails. Hunters also tracked individual game through the high country, utilizing dogs to help stalk, drive, and corner the prey in communal traps.

Sheepeater traps displayed an intimate knowledge of mountain sheep behavior. They included the construction of “V”-shaped wing walls of brush and stone and ramps of logs covered with dirt and rocks, leading to catch pens. The animals were driven into the upslope wing walls, then forced down the converging fence lines and onto the ramp which mimicked a steep slope. Once at the summit, the sheep had no option but to leap into the log catch pen.

Other tribes and Shoshone bands harvested sheep when they crossed the Du’kurkani lands on annual summer journeys to the Green River. Mountain men described the warmth and extensive uses of the pelage in Indian clothing. They also reported that the Wind River Shoshone grew wealthy by reselling the furs obtained from the Sheepeaters.

Yet the Du’kurkani didn’t seem to benefit from these exchanges. Accounts such as the one filed by Lieutenant Gustavus Cheney Doane to the Secretary of War in 1870 described the Sheepeaters as “wretched beings.” (We’ll journey down the Mad River with Madman Doane in Section Four, Chapter 3.) In Prehistoric Hunters of the High Plains, archaeologist George C. Frison speculates that the Sheepeaters gained their “relatively impoverished, low status” because whites have historically viewed domestic sheep with everything from low esteem to contempt. Others classified the Sheepeaters as “outcasts” preyed upon by other tribes. Travelers supposedly recounted how the Sheepeaters sought refuge from their enemies by cowering around the geysers in Yellowstone. At the time, many Native Americans believed evil spirits roamed where the waters boiled and spewed out of the ground, and they refused to venture into the area. Thus the Sheepeaters were safe in Yellowstone.

Perhaps this nonviolent approach for dealing with foes led to French trappers considering the Sheepeaters to be les dignes de pitie—deserving of pity.

Their numbers never very large, the Du’kurkani posed no threat to anyone. Then smallpox epidemics transmitted by trappers in the 1830s and 1840s and cholera spread by pioneers from the Oregon Trail in the 1850s devastated the Sheepeater population. They, along with the majority of the Shoshonean groups, abandoned the Wyoming mountains for the reservation between 1870 and 1890.

On the one hand, life on the reservation was easier for the Du’kurkani. They needn’t fear raids from other tribes. But on the other, reservation life stripped the Sheepeaters of a centuries-old lifestyle. Bighorn sheep didn’t descend to the lower altitude of the reservation.

Although no ethnographic studies were made of the Sheepeaters prior to their relocation to reservations, general Shoshonean data suggests the bighorns may have supplied the Du’kurkani with more than just meat and clothing. Ram skulls found lodged in the forks of trees could hold religious significance. Mountain man Alexander Ross noted in 1824 that Native Americans treated these “medicine trees” like shrines, leaving offerings at them.

Nearly sixty years passed in which the Sheepeaters coexisted with Bannocks and Shoshones on reservations before ethnographers began compiling any information on what the French trappers called the “timid, harmless race.” By then, their core beliefs of kinship systems, folklore, concepts of God and World had eroded and intermingled as they had with the more abundant tribes.
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Place Names



Many of the place names you’ll discover in Jackson Hole come from the area’s early history—mountain men, Native Americans, and the first white settlers. Some locales went through a variety of designates before obtaining “official” status. Others began as and remain mangled versions of native descriptive terms.


Snake Indians, River, and Mountains

When white men first encountered the Native Americans in the valley that would become Jackson Hole, the tribes communicated through sign language. Often this led to comical misunderstanding and erroneous names, as well. One example is the “Snake” Indians. The Shoshones gestured their tribal name by waving a hand in a serpentine motion. The newcomers mistook the meaning as that of a moving snake. In reality, the Shoshones portrayed the in-and-out action they used to weave grasses together in the construction of their lodges. Others tribes knew them by variations of the name the Arapaho used, E-wuka-wu-si, People-Who-Use-Grass-or-Bark-for-Their-Lodges.

Members on the Lewis and Clark expedition first documented the river that would eventually be named for the “Snake” Indians in 1805. Clark called the torrential waterway the Lewis River after his partner, and that’s how it appeared on early maps. But in the years which followed, French trappers denounced it as la maudite riviere enragee, the accursed mad river. Wilson Price Hunt’s expedition of 1812 shortened it to the Mad River, an apt description of the river’s cascades, whitewater and falls which made passage difficult at best and disastrous for glory seekers such as Lieutenant Gustavus Cheney Doane. Anthropological records list the Native American name for this river as We’nerin)’ gweBi, Standing-One River-Course.

The Snake Mountain Range also derived its name from the Shoshone tribe.


Gros Ventres, a People and a Mountain Range

A culturally independent division of the Arapaho nation, the Gros Ventres (pronounced grow vonts) came by a French name in much the same manner as the Snakes. Gros Ventre Indians signed their tribal name by passing both hands over their stomachs, thus earning recognition as the “big bellies.” Ethnographers catalog the Gros Ventres as the S:ap which translated into Paunch. The same Frenchmen bestowed their version of the tribal name on the mountain range these Native Americans frequented.


Chief Tog-we-tee and the Pass

In 1873 U.S. Corp of Engineers Captain William A. Jones called the 9,658-foot mountain pass after his Sheepeater Indian guide Tog-we-tee. The pass which led down into the valley of Jackson Hole was well known and used by Sheepeaters, as well as other tribes. Unfortunately, Jones misspelled the chiefs name in the records he kept, thus Togwotee Pass. Tog-we-tee means spear or lance thrower.


River of the Wind

The Wind River and the mountain range received their designation from an English translation of the Native American term for the river which gushed from snow melt in the northern part of the mountains. Almost year round a current of wind flowed down the river, which the natives dubbed the “Big Wind” between the Shoshone and Wind River ranges.


The Three Breasts

Native Americans called the three distinctive pinnacles Tee-win-ot (currently the name of one of the peaks in the Teton Range). Members of the Wilson Price Hunt expedition of 1811, who used the unique, jagged mountain summits to guide their way, referred to them as “Pilot Knobs.” French voyageurs later named the peaks (Grand, Middle, and South) les trois tetons, the three breasts, and the name stuck—for the peaks, the range, the river, the pass, and the creek.


Wilson

Elijah N. Wilson, better known as “Uncle Nick,” led a colorful life. As a boy, Wilson spent two years with the Shoshone tribe, adopted by Chief Washakie’s mother. As a young man, he rode for the Pony Express. Once it went belly-up, he turned to driving a stagecoach and even did a stint in the army before settling in Jackson Hole. Wilson began construction on a cabin on Fish Creek during 1894 and completed it on April 23, 1895. This homestead, which the family lived in until 1900, was entry No. 1490 filed at Lander Land Office on Dec. 16, 1903 and proved up on March 25, 1904. It launched what would become the town of Wilson.

Once the family moved out of the cabin, it became the schoolhouse. Nick’s first wife, Matilda, became the town’s first postmistress when the post office opened in 1898. In addition to owning a general store and a hotel, Elijah ran the town’s post office after Matilda’s death. The 1900 Census listed thirty households in what is today the town of Wilson. (We’ll learn more about Uncle Nick in the next chapter.)


Kelly

William “Bill” Kelly proved up on a homestead beside the Gros Ventre River, building a ranch and operating a sawmill. Contemporaries claimed his love for and devotion to the Jackson Hole valley was infectious. Soon a town grew up around his place, a convenient stop for area ranchers herding cattle to and from the summer range in the mountains. When Kelly’s wife, Sophie, started the post office in 1914, the town was named after Bill.


Moran Junction

This juncture where the road “Y’s to Yellowstone obtained its name from Mount Moran in the Teton Range. Indirectly, Moran Junction was named for Thomas Moran, an artist who came west with Ferdinand V Hayden’s Yellowstone survey party in 1871. (More about this extraordinary trip in Section Eight, Chapter 3.)
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